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^ less decided to discuss the matter with the commander
cfef the battery, whose appearance inspired him with con-
fidence. He awkwardly went up to the officer and, touching
the end of his moustache with his left hand, gave him a
Jriendly smile.
" I thought of leading my men into the attack/' he said.
" How can you attack ? " the captain shook his head
violently, wiping the sweat away from his brow with the
back of his hand. " You can see how steadily they're
retreating, the swine ! They won't yield. And it would be
absurd to think they would : all their commanding officers,
men raised from the ranks, are in those sections. An old
comrade of miiie is there. ..."
" How do you know ? " Gregor asked distrustfully.
" From deserters.   Cease fire ! " he ordered his men and,
as though to justify the command, explained to Gregor :
^ Our fire is not achieving anything, and we're short of shells.
'You're Melekhov, aren't you ?  My name's Poltavtsev."  He
thrust his great sweaty hand into Gregor's and drew some
cigarettes out of his pocket.   " Have a smoke ? " he offered
Gregor one.
With a muffled thunder the drivers galloped up with the
limbers from the hollow. Gregor mounted his horse and led
his squadron after the retreating Reds. The enemy occupied
the next village, but yielded it without a struggle. The
battery and the three squadrons of the Vieshenska regiment
scattered through the village. The terrified inhabitants
would not show their heads outside their huts. The cossacks
- swarmed through the yards in search of food. Gregor
dismounted outside a hut standing a little apart, led his
horse into the yard and tied it up by the porch. He found
the master of the house, a tall, elderly cossack, lying on the
bed, groaning and tossing his disproportionately small head
over the dirty pillow.
" Are you ill ? " Gregor smiled at the man.
" Yes, I'm ill."
But the man was only feigning illness and, judging by the
uneasy shifting of his eyes, he guessed that Gregor did not
believe him.
" Will you give my cossacks some food ? " Gregor
demanded imperatively.
" How many are there ? "
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